January this year saw the bicentenary of the birth of the composer Schubert, a master whom the pianist Artur Schnabel said was the composer 'closest to God'. Here I offer some thoughts on his medical history, drawing upon OE Deutsch's documentary biographyl for many of the quotations.
Born on 31 January 1797, Franz Peter Schubert was the twelfth of fourteen children-of whom five survived infancy. His father was an enterprising schoolmaster. Schubert received his education in the Imperial and Royal Seminary, and by the age of 12 was a proficient violinist and pianist. He tried to become a schoolmaster like his father, but loathed the routine work and turned to composing. By 1818 his sole source of income, meagre as it was, was composition.
Physically Schubert was unimpressive stumpy with rounded nose, an oval face and a deeply cleft chin. He was near-sighted and wore glasses. Although eager to play the piano at parties, he was quiet and uncommunicative. It was through the efforts of Anna Milder and Johann Vogl, popular singers of the era, that he became known to a small and select audience in Vienna and the famous evenings known as Schubertiads were organized. Schubert's enthusiastic admirers would present evenings of his songs and instrumental pieces, often with the composer himself accompanying the performers. Schubert made little effort to court this appreciative audience, and his peculiar personality may have contributed to the public's neglect of his music. He himself wrote, 'I have come into the world for no purpose but to compose'. Schubert shunned conventional society but why he failed to gain due recognition in his time we shall never know. His unfortunate physical appearance and his lack of charisma at the keyboard cannot have helped. What of his medical history?
SCHUBERT'S SYPHILIS The exact circumstances in which Schubert contracted syphilis are unknown, although he is commonly believed to have contracted it from a prostitute about six years before his deathl. Josef Kenner, a close friend, remarked that 'anyone who knew Schubert knows that he has two natures foreign to each other and how powerfully the craving for pleasure dragged his soul down to the slough of moral degradation'. Kenner's comment, stripped of its moralizing, may indicate that Schubert had a vigorous, clandestine sexual life. It seems that he associated with prostitutes and was a dark figure to many of his contemporaries. The profound sense of shame that pervaded his life was heightened when he contracted syphilis. The stigmata of recurrent secondary disease were embarrassing-especially the recurrent red rash. When it was present he confined himself to his house and hid from his friends. Patchy hair loss prompted him to buy a wig. In the spring of 1823 he was admitted to Vienna General Hospital, and Moritz von Schwind wrote that his condition much improved. The likelihood is that he was treated with mercury, a then common palliative. We cannot know whether the dizziness and headaches that later plagued him were due to the sideeffects of this agent or to meningovascular syphilis. On the positive side, his physicians gave him new optimism about his illness; but the melancholy in the last works, and the intensification of his oeuvre, is said by many critics to reflect his dejection at the progress of the disease-consider the apocalyptic desolate world of the slow movement of the A major piano sonata D959. This is echoed in his written words:
. . I feel I am the unhappiest most miserable person in the entire world. Consider someone whose health will never improve and who, in despair over this, makes things worse instead of better, whose brightest hopes have come to naught, to whom the joy of love and friendship can offer but pain at the most.
THE FINAL ILLNESS
Schubert's death certificate gives the cause of death as 'typhus abdominalis', but this is probably not the disease modern physicians know as 'typhus'. In the early nineteenth century the term was applied generally to illnesses which caused fever and clouding of consciousness. Schubert's illness is more typical of typhoid fever, which we know was endemic at the time. The disease follows a characteristic progression, resembling that in Schubert. Initially there is nausea and intermittent fever; abdominal pain, discomfort and bloating are also common during this early phase. In the second week a rash is often observed and the liver and spleen become enlarged. Death is often due to bowel perforation with peritonitis or to internal haemorrhage.
He contracted the final illness shortly after moving to his brother Ferdinand's house in the Vienna suburb of Neue Wieden. His doctor, the court physician Ernst von Rinna, thought that the fresh air and the country environment would do him good, but sanitary conditions in the suburbs were far from good. Ferdinand, describes how the symptoms began:
Then on the last day of October, when he wished to eat some fish in the evening, he suddenly drew his knife and fork on the plate as soon as he had tasted the first morsel, suggesting that he found his food immensely repellent and he felt just as though he had taken poison. From that moment he hardly ate or drank anything more, taking nothing but medicines. He tried to find relief by moving in the fresh air and therefore took a few walks.
On 12 November, Schubert wrote his last letter, to his friend, Franz Schober: I am ill, I have eaten nothing for eleven days and have drunk nothing. I totter feebly and shakily from my chair to bed and back again. Rinna is treating me; if I ever take anything I bring it up at onte.
The composer was lovingly and carefully nursed by his family but his condition continued to worsen. Josef von Spaun wrote: I found him ill in bed although his condition did not seem to me at all serious. He corrected my copy in bed and was glad to see me and said, 'there is really nothing the matter with me, I'm so exhausted I feel as if I were going to fall through the bed'. He was cared for most affectionately by a charming thirteen-year-old sister whom he praised very highly to me. I left him without any anxiety at all and it came as a thunderbolt when, a few days later, I heard of his death.
Lachner, who visited Schubert on 17 November, recorded a sudden deterioration, clouding of consciousness:
When I came into his room he was lying with his face turned to the wall in the deepest, feverish delirium. Added to this was scanty nursing and a badly heated room on the walls of which the damp was running down! During a lucid moment I took my leave of him and I told him I hoped to be back in four days, but when I returned to Vienna on 21 November, Schubert was already in his grave.
Schober's story is also consistent with this. He saw Schubert several times on the same day, noting that by the evening the patient was raving violently. Ferdinand described the last hours in a letter to his father, written two days after the composer's death:
On the evening before his death, though only half-conscious, he still said to me, 'I implore you to transfer me to my room, not to leave me here in this corner under the earth. Do I, then, deserve no place above the earth?' I answered him, dear Franz, rest assured, believe me, believe your brother Ferdinand, whom you have always trusted and who loves you so much, you are in the room which you have always been in so far and lie in your bed, and Franz said, 'No, it is not true, Beethoven does not lie here'. Could this be anything but an indication of his inmost wish to repose by the side of Beethoven whom he so greatly revered?
A few hours later the doctor appeared. Schubert looked fixedly into the doctor's eyes and grasped the wall with a feeble hand, declaring slowly and seriously, 'Here, here is my end.' He died shortly afterwards.
CODA
Schubert's body now lies in Vienna General cemetery next to Beethoven's. The composer's personal estate amounted to a few sets of clothes and a few sheets of music. The manuscripts of his music were scattered all over Austria and were mainly held in the possession of his loyal friends. Fame came posthumously-largely thanks to the efforts of Robert Schumann, who publicised the compositions in the musical press, and of Franz Liszt, who bought his work to the concert platform and edited many of his piano works.
Franz Schubert generated a prodigious output of spellbinding music without apparent regard for prosperity, financial gain or, even the fate of the work. He seems to have been an unhappy, isolated and stigmatized man; yet the music remains fresh and miraculous, and the epitaph that once adorned Schubert's tombstone remains appropriate: 'Music here entombed a rich possession but even fairer hopes'.
